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Whole Language:
What It Is and Isn't
by Constance Weaver

Almost overnight, it seems, whole
language has become the current rage
in language arts education. We hear
that in whole language classrooms,
children actually want to read and
write; that teachers close to burnout
have embraced the challenges of
teaching with new enthusiasm; and
that entire schools and school systems,
states, and provinces have turned (at
least according to official policy) to this
kind of teaching, which has been hailed
as holding great promise for developing literate citizens and lifelong
learners.
With such publicity, it is probably
not surprising that many teachers are
trying to "do" whole language without
really understanding what it is, or that
many administrators have decided
their teachers will implement whole
language without realizing that such
top-down mandating of educational
change is contrary to the very
philosophy they think they want their
teachers to implement. Indeed, too few
teachers and administrators even
realize that whole language is
fundamentally a philosophy of learning
and teaching, not an approach or
method. This lack of understanding is
further exacerbated by articles
describing "whole language" practices
and ads promoting "whole language"
books and materials that are often
contrary to a whole language
philosophy.

Not that there is a single set of
beliefs that can irrevocably characterize
a whole language philosophy. Indeed,
whole language is not a static entity but
an evolving philosophy, sensitive to
new knowledge and insights and
responsive to the experiences of
teachers and students . Nevertheless,
there is a common core of convictions
that may reasonably be said to characterize a whole language philosophy.
Many of these are discussed in other
recent books and articles (see Figure 1 ).
The following list of statements
indicates many of the tenets that
experienced whole language educators
consider basic to understanding whole
language. This will be followed by a
contrasting list of statements clarifying
what whole language is not. Both are
taken from my Understanding Whole
Language: From Principles to Practice
(Heinemann, 1990).
WHAT WHOLE LANGUAGE IS:
COMMON PRINCIPLES AND
PRACTICES
1. Whole language is a philosophy
rather than an approach. This philosophy
stems from research converging from
various disciplines, including cognitive
psychology and learning theory,
psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics,
anthropology and philosophy, and, of
course, education. Whole language is a
way of thinking about children and
their learning, a set of beliefs that
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increasingly guides instructional
decision-making for those committed to
this educational philosophy. Thus, if we
talk about a whole language approach,
we mean instructional practices that
stem from this philosophy, not a system
that can be embodied in sets of
prepackaged materials.

2. A whole language philosophy is
based upon the observation that children
grow and learn most readily when they
actively pursue their own learning. Many
children can memorize factual information and learn to respond correctly to
worksheets and tests that assess
"mastery" of relatively minute and
isolated skills. Their learning of
concepts and strategies and their
mastery of complex processes like
reading and writing, however, is best
facilitated by active involvement: in the
case of literacy development, by
actually reading and writing authentic
texts that have meaning for the children. They need to be psychologically
engaged in what they are doing.
3. To foster emergent reading and

writing in particular, whole language
teachers attempt to replicate the strategies
parents use successfully to stimulate the
acquisition of language and the "natural"
acquisition of literacy. Parents and whole
language teachers recognize that it
takes years for children's oral language
to become like that of adults in their
language community, and they accord
emergent readers and writers the same
gift of time. They do not expect "correct"
word identification in reading or
"correct" spelling in writing from the
very outset; instead, they reward
children's successive approximations
toward adult norms -- just as parents do
in encouraging their children to speak.
4. Whole language teaching is based

upon the observation that much of what
children learn -- such as functional
command of the structure of their native
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language -- is learned with little, if any,
direct instruction. Thus, whole language
teachers give students the opportunity
to engage in the processes of reading
and writing, even when their "reading"
as yet involves only reconstructing a
story from text and pictures, or their
"writing" consists only of putting
letterlike marks on paper to express
their thoughts. Just as children
developed functional command of
spoken language by listening to others
model adult speech and by speaking
and receiving feedback mainly on the
truth of their utterances rather than on
the form, so they gradually progress
toward adult norms in reading and
writing.

5. Recognizing students' incredible
ability to learn complex processes by
engaging in those processes, whole
language teachers conceptualize direct
teaching much differently than traditional
teachers. Direct teaching frequently
occurs in response to students' demonstrated readiness and need: for
example, when a writer is using
dialogue and finds that readers cannot
tell who said what, the writer is
typically ready to learn the function and
use of quotation marks. Other direct
teaching may occur incidentally
(whether preplanned or not), in the
context of an authentic literacy event in
which an entire group or the class is
engaged. These and other kinds of
direct teaching are important in whole
language classrooms, but the majority
of students' time is spent in reading,
writing, discussing, and otherwise
exploring concepts and ideas.
6. Whole language learning -- and the

teaching that stimulates it -- proceeds more
from whole-to-part than from part-to-whole.
With the guidance of their teacher and
the accompaniment of their peers, as
needed, emergent readers read and
reread favorite texts:

-

familiar songs, rhymes, or repetitive
stories that contain few new words
from stanza to stanza or episode to
episode. Gradually, with appropriate
instructional help and with concomitant
writing experience, they learn to
distinguish more and more words -tha t is, they develop a growing
repertoire of sight words -- and they
learn basic letter/ sound relationships
and patterns. Thus, whole language
learning and teaching proceeds from
wholes toward parts, in sharp contrast
to both a phonics approach and a sight
word or "look-say" approach. As in
other areas of learning, children
develop literacy by beginning with
function and gradually developing
control over form, by starting with
gross features and gradually learning
finer distinctions, by more and more
closely approximating the complex
behavior of adults rather than trying to
master that behavior skill by isolated
skill.
7. Knowing that language and literacy
are best developed through functional use,
whole language teachers thus engage
students in reading and writing, speaking
and listening, for a variety of authentic
purposes. In primary classrooms,
children may use writing to "sign in" at
the beginning of the day, to label things
in the classroom, to take telephone
"messages" and write grocery lists and
menus at a home center, and so forth;
they read what they and others in the
classroom have written, as well as
familiar environmental print (for
example, labels on cans and packages),
familiar songs and rhymes, and stories
with repetition that makes them easy to
read. Gradually they come to use a
variety of written materials -- textbooks
and popular books, biographies,
articles, newspapers -- to gather
information and to explore ideas across
all aspects of the cu;riculum. In whole

language classrooms that are "littered with
literacy" and in which children daily
engage in the complex processes of reading,
writing, discussing, and of course thinking,
children simultaneously develop language
and literacy, and learn about and through
these processes.
8. A whole language philosophy asserts
that in order to grow and learn, teachers
and children must all be learners, risktakers, and decision-makers, taking
significant responsibility for learning
within the classroom. No prepackaged
program can become the curriculum.
Teachers must be sufficiently informed
to select and develop teaching materials
and practices that stem from the whole
language philosophy, and they must
have sufficient autonomy to reje~t
materials and practices that conflict
with that philosophy. To a significant
extent, the curriculum is "negotiated"
with children: that is, it evolves as
teachers and children together explore
topics and themes, generating new
interests and goals. Whole language
teachers ensure that children develop
needed skills and cover mandated areas
of the curriculum, but these objectives
are realized by integrating language
and literacy with other aspects of
learning.
9. In whole language classrooms,
learning is often fostered through social
interaction. Whole language teachers
recognize that social interaction among
students -- discussing, sharing ideas,
working together to solve problems and
undertake projects -- enhances learning.
Therefore, whole language teachers
facilitate productive interaction among
children. Whole language teachers
know that emphasizing cooperation
rather than competition helps each
child develop his or her potential.
10. In whole language classrooms,
children are treated as capable and
developing, not as incapable and deficient.

Whole language teachers do not give
students batteries of tests in order to
determine in what isolated skills they
might be deficient, nor do they constantly try to ferret out and criticize
children's weaknesses. Rather, they
notice and praise children's strengths
and their developing competence as
learners and literate individuals.
Building upon the children's strengths,
whole language teachers create a
climate in which children are eager to
take risks and grow, rather than afraid
to respond for fear of making "errors"
and revealing weaknesses that will
subject them to remediation. Not
surprisingly, then, the students who
seem to exhibit the greatest growth in
whole language classrooms are the ones
traditionally considered deficient.
11. In whole language classrooms,

typically there are few behavior problems,
not only because students are more actively
involved in learning but because students
are given the opportunity to develop selfcontrol rather than merely submit to
teacher control. Instead of controlling
children by their demands, whole
language teachers develop learning
communities characterized by mutual
respect and trust -- communities in
which many decisions are made cooperatively, and students have numerous
opportunities to make individual
choices and take responsibility for their
own learning. In such environments,
learning flourishes and behavior
problems subside.
12. In whole language classrooms,
assessment is intertwined with learning
and teaching; though periodic assessment
may be preplanned and structured, daily
learning experiences also provide
opportunities for assessment -- which in
turn leads to the modification of teaching,
as necessary. Knowing that standardized, state-mandated, and basal reading
tests are inadequate, inappropriate, and

even invalid measures for making
educational decisions, whole language
teachers develop a variety of means for
assessing and evaluating students'
progress, as well as their own teaching.
Such measures include not only
periodic performance samples of
reading and writing, but think-aloud
protocols, recorded observations, conferences and interviews, inventories
and questionnaires, dialogue journals
and learning logs, and student-kept
records. Taken together, several such
means are far more valid indicators of
student progress than prepackaged
tests;
13. A whole language philosophy

reflects and encourages a far different
concept of literacy than that reflected in
traditional classrooms. In traditional
classrooms, becoming literate is
operationally defined as practicing
reading and writing skills that are all
too often divorced from the context of
their use. And literacy is implicitly -- if
unintentionally -- defined as high scores
on tests of reading and writing skills;
certainly, beyond the classroom, these
scores tend to be equated with the
development of literacy. Though
students in whole language classrooms
frequently score as well or better on
such tests, raising test scores is not the
primary aim of whole language
teachers, nor are high test scores their
definition of literacy. In whole language
classrooms, the daily learning experiences as well as the assessment
measures define literacy much
differently. Students do not "practice"
skills in order to become literate; rather,
they use such skills and strategies daily
in reading and writing a variety of
materials for various purposes -- in
thinking and discussing and creating. In
short, they daily engage in the kinds of
behaviors that characterize the literate
adult.

14. Whole language classrooms foster
the kinds of attitudes and behaviors needed
in a technologically advanced, democratic
society. From the outset of their
schooling, children in whole language
classrooms learn to think of themselves
as competent, as readers and writers
rather than as mere children who have
yet to master the skills of reading and
writing. This mind-set has a powerful
effect upon their self-concept, motivating them to engage actively in
learning and encouraging the fulfillment of that prophecy -, as they learn to
think of themselves as readers and
writers, they become effective readers
and writers. Furthermore, students in
whole language classrooms are thinkers
and doers, not merely passive recipients
of information. They learn to think
critically and creatively and to process
and evaluate information and ideas
rather than merely to accept them.
Thus, whole language classrooms
prepare students to participate actively
in a democracy, rather than to submit
passively to authority.

WHAT WHOLE LANGUAGE IS NOT:
COMMON MYTHS AND
MISUNDERSTANDINGS
In attempting to clarify what whole
language is, it may help to discuss what
whole language is not. Clearly, some of
the following characterizations of what
whole language is not derive logically
from the preceding statements about
what whole language is. However, the
concepts bear repeating from the
opposite perspective because of current
confusions about whole language.
Thus, the following comments are
couched in terms of common myths
and misunderstandings regarding
whole language education.
1. Whole language is just another name

for the whole word, or "looksay," approach.
Not true. First, whole language is a
philosophy, not an approach. In a whole

word approach, teachers emphasize
learning basic sight words before
reading meaningful text. In whole
language classrooms, on the other hand,
teachers assist children in reading
predictable and meaningful text, from
which they develop a repertoire of
interesting as well as basic words they
can recognize. What whole language
teachers don't do, however, is
emphasize the identification of words at
the expense of constructing meaning.
2. Whole language is the same as
language experience. Not true. Whole
language is not the same as language
experience, nor is it similar enough to
be lumped together with whole
language, as if the two were essentially
the same. Language experience involves
taking children's dictation. Usually, a
class or group engages in a shared
learning experience (for example,
science experiment, field trip, cooking
activity) and then dictates what the
teacher will write about that experience,
sentence by sentence. Sometimes an
individual child will dictate what
someone else will write: a caption or
sentence describing a picture the child
has drawn, for example. Although
language experience may indeed be one
activity within a whole language
classroom, it is only that: one of many
varied kinds of literacy activities in
which children are engaged. At most,
language experience is only a very
small part of whole language.
3. Whole language education is just

another name for the "open education" of
the 1960s. Not true. Though there are
philosophical similarities, there are also
significant differences. One important
difference is that whole language
educators emphasize learning as a
social phenomenon rather than an
activity pursued by the individual in
isolation. Another is that whole
language teachers play more active
roles in facilitating learning. What

whole language teachers don't do is
simply wait for learning to happen.
4. Whole language teachers don't teach
skills, such as phonics. Not true. They
teach needed skills and strategies, if or as
necessary, within the context of reading
a variety of genres and writing for a
variety of purposes and audiences.
What whole language teachers don't
teach is skills isolated from their use or
artificially contrived skills lessons.
5. Whole language teachers don't do
any direct teaching. Not true. They teach
directly, but often within the context of
reading and writing and exploring
concepts across the curriculum, rather
than in isolated lessons. What whole
language teachers don 't do is teach bits
and pieces of language in a teach/
practice/ test format or teach lessons
unrelated to students' demonstrated
needs.
6. Whole language education is just a
matter of teaching skills in context, rather
than in isolation. Not true. A whole
language philosophy derives in part
from evidence that, with opportunity
and appropriate assistance, students
readily learn needed skills and strategies while engaging in authentic acts
of reading and writing. Artificially
contrived lessons for teaching skills in
context are therefore rarely needed.
Furthermore, whole language is much
more than teaching, or learning, skills
in context.
7. Whole language teachers don't
assess or evaluate students. Not true. They
do evaluate, and they base their
evaluations on a much broader range of
assessment measures than do most
traditional teachers. Evaluation is, in
fact, an integral part of whole language
learning and teaching. What whole
language teachers don't do is test
students on isolated and irrelevant
skills.
8. There is no structure in whole
language classrooms. Not true. In fact,

whole language teachers provide
substantial and consistent structure in
order to enable their students to take
increased responsibility for their own
learning. What whole language teachers
don't do is adopt a structure imposed by
a prepackaged curriculum.
9. There are no specified expectations

for students in a whole language classroom.
Not true. Whole language teachers
expect children to grow in their
competence as readers and writers and
thinkers, in their use of oral language,
and in understanding and control of
their world. Whole language teachers
have sufficient understanding of
literacy development to facilitate,
recognize, and document growth. What
whole language teachers don't do is
expect each child to learn the same
things, at the same time, according to a
predetermined scope and sequence
chart or curriculum guide.
10. There is no research supporting
whole language education. Not true. There
is a solid foundation of research
stemming from cognitive psychology
and learning theory, psycholinguistics
and sociolinguistics, and language
acquisition and emergent literacy, as
well as from education. There is also a
growing body of comparative research
suggesting that whole language
learning/ teaching fosters a much richer
range of literacy attitudes, abilities, and
behaviors than more traditional
approaches.
11. Anything anybody chooses to call
"whole language" is whole language. Not
true. Despite the diversity among whole
language practitioners, there is a
common core of beliefs that
characterizes a whole language philosophy. This core of beliefs provides a
benchmark against which to assess the
practices of educators who claim to be
implementing a whole language
philosophy, or the materials touted as
"whole language" by publishers.

12. You can buy whole language in a
package. Not true. Whole language is a
philosophy, and unless teachers have
internalized that philosophy of
learning/teaching, they may not use
even the most holistic of materials
appropriately. Holistic materials and
activities do not by themselves
constitute a whole language program or
guarantee holistic teaching.
13. Only the best teachers can "do"
whole language. This statement comes
closer to being true than the preceding
ones, but the implicit assumption -- that
teachers cannot become more effective -is emphatically rejected by whole
language educators. Whole language
educators believe in each individual's
ability to grow and become, and this
includes teachers and administrators, as
well as students.
14. All you have to do to implement

whole language is mandate it. Nothing
could be much further from the truth.
Becoming a whole language teacher
requires developing a whole language
philosophy, which often requires
rejecting a transmission concept of
learning in favor of a transactional one.
This process typically takes time and
requires substantial encouragement and
support.

